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Several highly publicized incidents involving the handling of Cuban rafters by the Cuban and
US Coast Guards have brought strong protests from the Cuban exile community in Miami and
reopened debate about the 1994-1995 migration accords signed by the two countries. On June 29, the
US Coast Guard caught six Cubans offshore near Surfside, north of Miami Beach. Two were caught
in the water and four were chased down by Coast Guard personnel, who used fire hoses and pepper
spray to keep them from reaching shore.
Coast Guard officials said the appearance of the six suggested they had not rowed from Cuba but
rather were smuggled near shore and put in the flimsy rowboat they were using when the Coast
Guard found them. Under the migration accords, the US returns illegal Cuban immigrants caught at
sea.
But the US interprets the accords as permitting the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
to grant asylum to those who reach dry land. The Coast Guard refers to the rules as "feet-wet, feetdry." "It has to be part of the US mainland per se, not like some sandbar that's occasionally above
water," explained a Coast Guard spokesperson.
Several other clashes have occurred recently between the Coast Guard and rafters, and Coast Guard
officials say smugglers are increasingly threatening violence when approached by Coast Guard
vessels. On June 13, 12 rafters caught in open waters resisted Coast Guard attempts to detain them,
throwing trash and brandishing knives.
On July 10, a Cuban woman drowned when a boat carrying 12 rafters capsized after a collision
with a Coast Guard vessel off Florida. Before the collision, a man on board the Cuban boat waved a
machete threatening Coast Guards personnel approaching in a small boat. In an attempt to escape,
the Cuban boat crossed the Coast Guard cutter's bow and was crushed. Florida Gov. Jeb Bush said
President Fidel Castro was to blame because his "40-year dictatorial grip over the Cuban people
causes them to throw themselves into the sea in search of the freedom we take for granted."
After a four-hour confrontation July 12, 16 rafters were detained and returned to Cuba. During
the standoff, Cuban smugglers threatened to torch their boat if the Coast Guard tried to board.
Fierce protests against Coast Guard tactics The drama off Surfside, played out in front of television
cameras and onlookers from the beach, aroused such a protest that immigration officials decided the
four who tried to swim ashore would not be repatriated.
Anti-Castro organizations staged demonstrations after the incident, closing three major highways
for several hours. Adm. Thad Allen of the Miami Coast Guard district suspended eight Coast Guard
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54232
ISSN: 1089-1560

officers pending an investigation. Allen said the use of fire hoses was authorized but the use of
pepper spray, though not prohibited, was "not appropriate." A review of boardings since October
1997 showed that the Coast Guard had used fire hoses and pepper spray three times against Cuban
rafters.

Coast Guard and migration accords under fire
The migration accords have changed the image of the Coast Guard from rescuers to enforcers of
deportation rules, which helps explain the increasing resistance and frequent use of violence to
evade detention. "It's shameful that the Clinton administration has used the Coast Guard, has
prostituted the institution of the Coast Guard, making them do things that correctly belong to the
Border Patrol of Cuba," said Jose Basulto, leader of Hermanos al Rescate.
Since the Surfside incident, anti-Castro members of Congress have blamed President Bill Clinton
for the rash of confrontations with rafters and have demanded policy changes. Rep. Bob Menendez
(D-NJ) said the clashes are caused by the migration accords, "a policy that cannot succeed." In
remarks on the floor of the House June 30, Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL) called on Clinton to
suspend the migration accords and institute programs of assistance to the internal opposition in
Cuba.
Further, Diaz-Balart urged that Clinton "inform Castro with all clarity that any attempt to fabricate
a new crisis for the United States, such as by attempting to send massive amounts of refugees, shall
be responded to with immediate US action which would include a naval blockade of Cuba, not only
of refugees, which would be returned to the Cuban shore, but also of all oil shipments to the island."
Some Cuban exiles oppose the US policy of granting automatic political asylum to "dry-feet" rafters.
The decision to allow the four men in the Surfside incident to stay in the US undermines the
accords, said a coalition of Cuban exile groups that disagree with the policies of the Cuban
American National Foundation (CANF) and other right-wing exile organizations. Andres Gomez,
head of the exile organization Brigada Antonio Maceo, said the majority of rafters are not political
refugees but emigrate for personal economic reasons.
CANF and other groups are using the rafter issue as a wedge to destroy the migration accords
because they represent a move toward normalized Cuba-US relations, Gomez said. "The accords
are used by the extreme-right exile groups to make propaganda against the regime in Cuba, despite
the fact that the accords permit those who arrive to remain here." Incidents put smugglers in the
spotlight Cuban Foreign Minister Felipe Perez Roque said there was no likelihood that the current
increase in rafters would lead to a mass exodus. He also accused Miami exiles of encouraging illegal
immigration. Those who oppose the migration agreement, he said, are "a small mafia in south
Florida that benefits from tense relations between Cuba and the US." He said the Miami exiles
"have been fomenting and trying to create conditions to produce a disorderly, illegal emigration that
neither government favors."
While not blaming the US for the recent incidents, the Cuban government has repeatedly said the
US has not done enough to stop smugglers. The Coast Guard and INS estimate some 1,500 Cubans
have landed in the US illegally so far in 1999 and 1,000 have been stopped at sea. Both Cuban
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and US officials blame the increase on smugglers who charge US$8,000 to US$10,000 per person
to take Cubans in high-speed launches across the Florida Straits. But many observers attribute
the rapid growth of the smuggling industry to the dry-feet rule that rewards making landfall and
punishes failure with repatriation. In turn, the profitability of smuggling depends on the Miami exile
community that pays the smugglers to bring over relatives, according to Elena Freyre, executive
director of the Miami office of the Cuban Committee for Democracy.
At the same time, however, prominent exiles such as Rep. Diaz-Balart and CANF leaders say the
Cuban government supports smugglers and takes a cut of the profits. Diaz-Balart's proposals for
a naval blockade to prevent Castro from encouraging Cubans to leave in a mass exodus and for
forcibly returning them to Cuba underscores the contradictions stemming from the migration
accords. Though the current policy is drawing criticism from all sides, Clinton administration
officials say there are no plans to alter either the accords or the dry-feet rule. The administration has,
however, announced plans to form a special anti-smuggling task force.

US reluctant to try 26 accused smugglers held in Cuba
On July 3, a Cuban Coast Guard vessel intercepted smugglers off Mariel carrying 13 people to
Florida. One man drowned when the boat capsized. The Interior Ministry said the rest were rescued
and two crew members arrested.
The two men were identified as Joel Dorta Garcia and David Garcia Capote, both from the US. The
boat used by the alleged smugglers was traced to Miami businessman Roberto Quevedo. Quevedo's
lawyer told The Miami Herald that the boat had been stolen, though state officials said no theft was
reported. The Cuban government apparently decided to use the arrests to force some response from
the US to Cuban demands for a crackdown on smuggling.
Foreign Ministry spokesman Alejandro Gonzalez said the Cuban government wants the US to
prosecute 26 US residents arrested in Cuba for smuggling. Most of them are of Cuban origin. "These
people are based in the US, they operate from there, their launches come from there," Gonzalez
said.
The State Department said it was reviewing the request, but an unnamed US official said the
accused smugglers would probably not be accepted for trial in the US because of the difficulty in
getting a conviction in a Miami court. "We would have to be absolutely crazy to accept the return of
several smuggling cases knowing that we could never convict those people in Miami and that the
Cuban government could then complain and smirk about it for years," a US immigration official
said. A report in the Cuban government newspaper Granma said the 26 will probably now be tried
in Havana. Under Cuban law, they could receive life sentences for smuggling and related charges.
[Sources: Spanish News Service EFE, 06/29/99; Congressional Record, Notimex, 06/30/99; SunSentinel (Florida), 07/08/99, 07/11/99; The Miami Herald, 07/01/99, 07/05/99, 07/06/99, 07/10/99,
07/11/99, 07/12/99, 07/14/99; Associated Press, 06/30/99, 07/05/99, 07/15/99; Reuters, 06/30/99,
07/05/99, 07/06/99, 07/08/99, 07/10/99, 07/12/99, 07/13/99; The New York Times, 07/21/99]
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